Liberal Education in the Liberal Sense
Members of the Board, Distinguished Deans, Honored Guests, but especially to all those who are graduating today--congradulations ! Today, after these ceremonies are over we will spill out into Thayer Street like so many marbles spilled out of a bucket, and we will roll off in our own directions to take our places in the world. What 1 would like to talk: about-briefly-is a matter that touches our lives as academics and scholars, and that is the question of how others perceive our work. By "others" 1 don't mean just colleagues or administrators, 1 mean the public, our students. our 50 friends and family. And by that token, I'll also discuss the way in which we view fields other than our own.
When mathematicians tell people what we do, more often than not we hear, "Oh, 1 never could do math!" While it's true that the nation is not as mathematically literate as we'd like it to be, what is especially disturbing is the implicit pride in their ignorance. Would these same people say, "Oh, I never could learn to read!"? And yet this theme of noble disdain is heard across the disciplines. "I never could memorize dates, balance my checkbook, learn to spell, read poems that don't rhyme".
Yet another disturbing aspect of these replies is their tendency to reject the deepest and most beautiful aspects of a field for a superficial stereotype. 1 wish 1 could say that with advanced education, the prejudice against delving beneath the surface of a subject not one's own disappears, hut
There is a perception that human beings are more wholesome when ignorant and more ingenuous when they shed their excess intellectual baggage.
I'm afraid 1 can 't.
The Council for the International Exchange of Scholars reported last year that many American scholars see foreign travel as irrelevant to their fields-s-and there/ore they don't attempt it l. As another example. Harold Howe, former Vice President of the Ford Foundation, recently lamented that in "a country with the greatest and most pervasive commitment to education in all its forms of any other in the world," the subject of pedagogy is still disparaged 2. "Pedagogy" is not only the method but also the art of teaching.
Why do these attitudes persist? In some fields, such as education. it is a matter of snobbery. In other, especially the sciences, the answer often contains some aspect of fear.
Consider for example Shelia Tobias' hit
Overcoming Math An.ticty3. Newly emerging fields arc considered frivolous or overly political (Women's studies and Semiotics arc good examples of this). Pecuniary decisions play an important tole: wbat docs one do with a degree in archeology? But most frequently, there is a perception that human beings arc more wholesome when ignorant and more ingenuous when they shed their excess intellectual baggage: "I took four years of Preach in High-school and now I don'1 remember a word." IT somebody said that to you, would you be more likely to say, "I'm sorry to hear it," or "Ycab, me neither"?
That these attitudes persist even among well-educated persons within liberal ans institutions is often laid at the doorof efficiency.
Today's graduate institutions, the argument goes, By the time we reach graduate school, the Impetus to expand our intellectual horizons has been replaced with demands that we focus our knowledge.
arc becoming more-and-more institutes for advanced research and less-and-less centers dedicated to broad-based knowledge. A scholar of early European literature who wants to learn more about issues of race and cthnicity, or a physicist who wishes to devote pan of her summer to improving her teaching. soon learns that these 'extra-curricular' activities hamper research and thereby the time -to-dissertation or the chances of getting tenure. In terms of reward systems, it becomes apparent to graduate students and struggling young tha' the university hires molccu1ar biologists and classicists rather than scholars in the broad sense. The argument concludes: We have ceased to be a nation of universities, and instead have become a nation of multiversities. Because so much of this argument focuses on the question of whether these phenomena arc new or whether they The flrsr universities were not intentionally designed to be centers of knowledge; they were actually formed as guilds or trade unions which.
was associated with the nearby school (UnivcrsUas Magistro",," et Scholariwn). Paris in 1200, was the first University to receive a charter, which meant that they were permitted to offer degrees which conferred upon the recipient the right to teach anywhere in the kingdom. As an aside, the fitst student to flunk did so out of Paris in 1426. It may not surprise you that he sued the University. (His suit was unsuccessful~.
Graduate education in the United States is
incredibly new. Prior to the 1870 's, colleges were often directed by the clergy, who were more concerned with orthodoxy and decorum than with learning. The first president of the University of Olicago, Dr. Harper, was an avowed critic of the American educational system, saying that it had " actually destroyed the intellectual growth of thousands of strong and able men."5 And, of course, that wasn't even halfthe problem! Although there were places that offered limited graduate education (Brown had graduate students as early as 1859), there was no place which had a program devoted entirely or in the main to graduate education and research. As late as 1874, the President of Harvard University declared it would be impossible to "deliberately undertake" such a program". But two years later in 1876, John Hopkins University opened the first American graduate school and likewise a new era in American education. When Brown University boasts of a graduate school that is over a hundred years old, it places itself among the innovators of thaI era.
It becomes apparent that graduate education was fonned in the United States not so much out of lofty ideals as out of a more fundamental pragmatism. Graduate schools were designed to meet the needs of a society that was ready to blossom academically, but which was notoriously ill served by the curren t state of affairs. One could indeed argue that the main reason for getting rich, that is to say, for economic development, is to permit the human race to indulge in these last four delights. 1O
Thank you very much.
